BRITISH  TRADE  AND   INDUSTRY.            IQ

in \he interests of religion, but |with com-
merce ^.s a secondary object. Alfred's greatest
achievement on behalf of British commerce,
however, was his building of the first native
fleet worthy of the name. Although this right
arm of England was meant exclusively for war
purposes, there is little doubt that other British
vessels were then utilised for trading.

It was from this time that the national desire
for the dominion of the sea came to be nursed
by the English people.   The ambition did not
spring up all at once, nor was it pursued with
either consistency or persistence for a long time,
but  from  this  period  the  object  was  never
altogether  lost   sight   of.   Athelstan  was   so
anxious to encourage the maritime spirit that
he promulgated a law that every merchant who
should make three voyages over seas with a
ship and cargo of his own should be raised to
the rank of thane.   The commercial spirit had
taken firm root by this time ;  and through all /
the long story of wars, misrule, conflict, and|
vicissitude,  this spirit  expanded.    A race
adventurous English merchants grew up, andf
the more they went abroad to trade the more 1
foreign merchants came for like purposes to
England ;   and trading treaties were entered
into  and  commercial  concessions  granted  in
response to the requirements of the trading
cominunity.   Trade   and   commerce  had   the
first claim, after religion, to kingly consideration.
Even in Ethelred's unsettled reign there was
good progress made;   and from some of the
customs laws enacted by him we get a con-
siderable insight into the commercial conditions